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Western Monasticism
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Bernard of Clairvaux

1. Benedictines

· Religious life in the Middle Ages was expressed through a variety of avenues, but the primary one, at least in the public eye, was through the various religious orders. 

· The rise of religious orders occurred at various stages in the medieval period, but in its most important form, the rise of the friars after about 1100 were most influencial. 

· All of the religious orders were in some way or another protesting the surrounding culture of church and state.  

· They were essentially mini-reformations that took place within the context and broad authority of the pope and catholic Christianity.

· There had always been monks and mystics in the early church, beginning in Egypt and expanding into the western part of the Empire through pilgrims and travellers who had seen the wild asceticism of the eastern monks. 

· In the Byzantine Christian domains, monks played an essential role in mediating the spiritual life to the people, but nothing like the various kinds of orders, nor their character, emerged in the east.   

· There, they followed the simply and common rules of St. Basil of Cappadocia, but in their private lives, they sought to cultivate a mysticism and experience of the divine not often conceived of in the west.

· In the west, the Rule of St. Benedict of Nursia, formulated in the 6th century for the monks at Monte Cassino, borrowed heavily from earlier ‘rules’ and may have had a lot in common with the eastern traditions. 

· However, after the fall of the Roman Empire in the west, many of the public servants transferred into the Church and brought with them their organizational finesse, as well as their latin pragmatism, both of which shaped the ‘Rule of St. Benedict’.

· The Benedictine monastic tradition was the only one of its kind in the west, save for some of the unconventional expressions in Celtic Christianity that were, after the council at Whitby, regularized in the Benedictine fashion. 

· However, it competed rather poorly with other forms of spirituality in the age of the Germanic invasions: with the warrior ethos, the organizational bishop, and the martyr-bent missionaries. 

· By the 8th century, once the fueding of the barbarian tribes had been spent, and Europe began to settle into its dominant regions under Carolingian rule, the Benedictine tradition received a boost from their royal Frankish patrons who valued their learning and clerical skills in an age of cultural revival. 

· By this time, the Benedictine monks epitomized what religious commitment was all about, and they appeared to many as models of the Christian life and message.

2. Monasticism in the Benedictine way

· A key feature of the ‘Rule’ of St. Benedict was the provision for obeying the Abbot.  

· When it was first put together by Benedict, the rule laid great stress on this element of the common life, in which the Abbot would, for all intents and purposes, be ‘Christ’ to those in his care. 

· This was natural enough, considering the age: slaughter and chaos abounded outside the monastery walls; inside, the last vestiges of ‘romanitas’ were preserved.  

· The whole of the Benedictine life was one of order and discipline in a world the was falling apart.

· However, Benedict was no mere authoritarian, for when compared with the earlier ‘regula magistri’, the Benedictine rule appears to be much more pragmatic and merciful.  

· True, much of the former rule was incorporated verbatim by the saint, but he mollified some of excesses, and gave a pragmatism to its mysticisms that were accessible to the western spirit. 

· Whatever complaints might be levelled against it, the ‘Rule of St. Benedict’ remains one of the most influential interpretations of the Christian life, and it has impacted (and continues to) Christianity’s vision of the common life. 

· St. Benedict gives advice on how to integrate three primary kinds of recruits: elder laymen, priests and clergy, and the sons and daughters of the aristocracy.  

· Each had different disciplinary needs, but in time, the latter category became more important, even dominant. 

· In time, Benedictine monasteries found themselves to be well endowed.  This was not because rich patrons saw value in the ambitions of a few pious men and women, however.  

· Monasticism served an important social function: Monks were the spiritual equivalent to knights and warriors.  

· While these protected the borders from invaders, monks fought spiritual battles against satan and his minions within the domain for land and benefactor alike. 

· It was sincerely believed that these spiritual warriors helped preserve the kingdom and their leaders from mishap and calamity, and so they were invested in with much the same importance as medieval Europe’s other major expenditure; the military. 

· Monasteries also provided an outlet for the noble families of Europe who did not have the resources to endow all their sons, let alone their daughters. 

· Benefactions, the endowment of lands and farms, and the foundation of monasteries provided this needed outlet, as well as a reasonably aristocratic standard of living for the life of the child, and the potential for ecclesiastical advancement. 

· This influx of nobility and land into the hands of monastic establishments made them rich.  

· In some cases, they might own half of all land in a county (At one time, one could walk from Trinity college Cambridge, to Trinity college Oxford, and never leave the college grounds!) 

· This subtle transformation of the ‘rule’ was not seen as perverse, but on the contrary, as a vindication of the truthfulness of the spiritual life of the gospels.

3. Demise and Reform

· By the 11th century, however, Benedictine monasticism began to run into some fundamental problems. 

· The ever increasing routines and traditions associated with elaborations of Benedict’s rule led to a malaise within the monasteries.  

· Not all were fired with the exuberance and spirituality of a place like Cluny, which produced mystics and popes in abundance.   

· In a lot of monasteries, these Benedictine disciplines seemed to choke out the spiritual life. 

· Added to this was the growing power of the pope, and the resurgence of spiritual and ecclesiastical power. 

·  It was hard to go passively through routines of discipline and self-denial when the Church was well established, and taking kings and princes on in legal scuffles.

· As land became more scarce (Europe had been largely partitioned out by the 11th century), foundations for monasteries in large tracts of land as had been the case in earlier ages was no longer possible. 

· Instead, new monasteries tended to charge their expenses to the tithes of churches, deeds, and the rents on their properties. 

· Decreased income, meant fewer monks could be maintained at the standard that had become the norm, especially as more and more children of the aristocracy began to dominate the novitiate.  

· Many monasteries refused to take those born of humbler blood, believing that noble blood, produced noble character (As is the case today…) 

· The decline was perceptible in places like Fulda, founded by Boniface, where at one time 200 monks lived together, now there were only thirty, or at Reichenau, established by the Celtic missionaries, where there had been 180, there were now less than 10. 

· Though this was mainly due to the changing economic face of Europe, it was also a matter of lifestyle: 

· these exquisite institutions consumed the majority of their finances: At Reichenau, 900 marks out of 1000 went to the Abbot for the maintenance of the monastery, and at St. Gallen, 200 marks out of 279.

· Reforms were attempted at various times, such as the instigation of chapter meetings for monasteries in a region, where some accountability might be encouraged.  

· But often, these were either not carried out, or ran into the refusal of secular powers to allow them (a reform of the schedule to allow fewer hours of prayer and more study was rejected by the bishop of Worcester, who  rightly associated their endowments with their need to pray for the benefactors.). 

· Also, traditions, whether good or bad, tend to die hard. Ultimately, they became homes for the gentry, where a moderately aristocratic life could be carried out far from the worries of the daily grind.  It is against this backdrop that some important reforms were instigated.

4. Cluny

· In 909, an influential monastery was founded at Cluny near Macon in Burgundy, by William the Pious, Duke of Aquitaine.  

· He placed it under the direct control and authority of the pope, and thus protected it from the corrupting influences of regional princes, as we common at this time.

· It’s first Abbot, Berno of Baume, sought to reform the monastic observance there by returning to the strict roots of the Benedictine rule, and he attracted many youths by his zeal and character. 

·  Cluny began to attract more and more adherents, and gifts began to enrich its legacy, providing means for the reforming movement to spread.

· Under St. Odo (927-942), Berno’s successor, Cluny travelled widely in sourthern France and northern Italy, preaching reform, and leaving disciples in the houses and monasteries he visited to ensure conformity with the Cluniac model.  

· As the Cluniac reform began to spread, the number of monastic houses that came under the authority of Cluny increased from dozens, to over 1000 by the time that Hugh was abbot at Cluny from 1049-1109.  

· During this sixty-year period, many leading members of the aristocracy sent their sons and daughters to associated monasteries of the Cluniac reforms, and the growing monastic family of houses associated with Cluny not only continued the reform, but began to have an impact on reforming the papacy, and deseminating Christianity more deeply in the hearts of the French and Germans.

· The ideals of the monks associated with Cluny gained the respect of the aristocracy, and many lay priests admired their commitment and vigour.  

· They were the spiritual energy behind late medieval reforms such as the repression of Simony and the advocation of clerical celibacy.  

· In practice, they adhered to the Benedictine rule, but this included more time for study and prayer, and less at work in the fields, where were largely run now by serfs.  

· Because these houses were now under the protection of the Pope directly, and not the local aristocrats as had previously been the case, they were able to become an alternative force in the power configuration of medieval Europe.

5. The Cistericians

· By the 12th century, after 200 years of vigorous leadership and devotional zeal, the monasteries of Cluny began to be weighted down by their successes, as zeal for the religious life in them began to wane, and routines and fundamentalisms were settled in to. 

·  A new and vigorous movement of Benedictines sought to do to monasticism what Cluny had done so many years before: 

· reform it and inspire it to be rededicated to the vision of Benedict of Nursia.

· The Cistercians were founded by Robert of Molesme in 1098. He sought to inculcate a stricter form of Benedictine observance among a small group of monks at a monastery in Citeaux, near Dijon, in southern France.

· The Cistercians had five important characteristics which distinguished them from other monastic houses:

1. Known as the White Monks, as they were distinguished from the

a. regular Benedictines because of their grey habits.

2. They observed a stricter rule of poverty and rejected the gaudy and ornate worship features of the now wealthy Cluniacs, holding to a more austere and simplified form of communal life.

3. They avoided cities, and cleared forest lands on the fringes of the kingdoms and principalities where they took up residence, and they refused to use serfs for managing their estates, but did so themselves, or used conversi, illiterate monks who were not as strictly committed as the regular Cistercians.

4. They spent more time in private prayers, as opposed to the long and elaborate service of the Cluniac Benedictines, and they refused to accept members under the age of 16, so that aristocratic parents couldn’t farm off their children to the monasteries, but members had to chose the life of devotion on their own.

5. The Cistercian houses welded themselves together as a strict order, unlike the only loosely associated Cluniac houses.  Abbots were required to make annual visits and hold frequent chapter meetings to assure that Benedictine standards were being followed.

· The Cistercians quickly gained widespread appeal, and attracted zealous youths, who joined them in their widerness outposts, which in time, became an important civilizing force throughout Medieval Europe.

· In 1112, a young aristocrat by the name of Bernard was one of those inspired youths who entered the ranks of the Cistercians. 

· Bernard was of aristocratic stock, and within three years of joining was given a mandate to form a further monastery, which he founded at Clairvaux and which soon became one of the chief centers of Cistercian monasticism.  

· It is chiefly for Bernard’s mystical theology that he is remembered, but in his own day, he was one of the most influential men of his times, getting involved pragmatically in church affairs, and even politics, being a strong advocate of the Second Crusade.  

· Bernard’s devotion to the humanity of Christ and the Virgin Mary did much to shape Medieval Catholic devotion to both figures, which in time would receive an inordinate commitment from the masses in a mystical and semi-devotional manner.  

· Bernard was also a firm supporter of Papal reforms, and threw his support behind the election of Innocent II, after whose election the Cistercians received many privileges.  

· His influence allowed him to wield a fair amount of power, and secured the condemnation of Peter Abelard, whose brilliant theological reasoning contrasted with Bernard’s profound spiritual experiences.  
· The Cistercians were in the Vanguard of many similar reforming movements which characterized the rise of the papacy and the Catholic church in the middle ages, but it was their organizational features which allowed them to become a focused and even independent theological and cultural force during the Medieval times, resisting both the authority of princes, and sometimes, the control of the papacy.  

· However, like succeeding generations of radical reform, and like their Cluniac forbearers, time and wealth had a way of mellowing down their zeal.

